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Wheeler made it happen. Through his hard work, dedica-
tion, and personal excellence as a teacher, investigator, 
administrator, and clinician, he demonstrated that der-
matology was worthy of full partnership in the School of 
Medicine. In the end, his faith in the institution and in him-
self proved valid. The Department of Dermatology at the 
University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill is one of his 
most significant legacies.
Al Briggaman
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, USA
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Remembering Clayton E. Wheeler Jr.
It was with a tremendous sense of loss that I learned the sad 
news of the death of Clayton E. Wheeler Jr., who passed 
away in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, on 4 February 2007. 
The Tarheel family mourns the departure of our friend and 
leader. His exemplary life was dedicated to the education 
of generations of medical students and dermatology resi-
dents over the past six decades.
Clayton was born on 30 June 1917, in Viroqua, 
Wisconsin. After obtaining his MD from the University of 
Wisconsin in 1941 (AOA), he entered the residency pro-
grams in medicine (1942–1948) and dermatology (1948–
1951) at the University of Michigan. He was board certi-
fied in medicine and dermatology in 1951. From 1951 to 
1962 he served as assistant professor, associate professor, 
and professor of dermatology and chief of the Division of 
Dermatology at the University of North Carolina (UNC) 
School of Medicine. In 1972, he was appointed as the first 
professor and chairman of the newly created Department 
of Dermatology at the university, a position he held until 
1987, when he became Professor Emeritus. He was most 
recently honored with the UNC Mentor Award for Lifetime 
Achievement, in 2005. Clayton was a researcher, educator, 
and superb clinician. He actively worked in patient care 
until 2002 and in the teaching of dermatology to residents 
and medical students until 2004. During 2005 he returned 
to the department to review skin-disease slides with resi-
dents and medical students. He was the author of more 
than 150 publications, book chapters, and two books.
As a national leader in dermatology, Clayton was presi-
dent of all the dermatological societies and received their 
major awards:
President, Society of Investigative Dermatology (1974–
1975)
President, Association of Professors of Dermatology 
(1975–1976)
President, American Board of Dermatology (1978–1979)
President, American Academy of Dermatology (1984–
1985)
Rothman Gold Medal Award, Society of Investigative 
Dermatology (1979)
The Clayton E. Wheeler Jr. Distinguished Professorship, 
UNC School of Medicine (1991) (http://carolinafirst.unc.
edu/distprofs/wheeler.htm)
Gold Medal Award, American Academy of Dermatology 
(1993)
Master’s in Dermatology, American Academy of 
Dermatology (1993)
UNC School of Medicine and Medical Alumni 
Association Distinguished Service Award (1997)
University Mentor Award for Lifetime Achievement 
(2005), UNC at Chapel Hill
The last award is described by the university as acknowl-
edging “a lifetime of contributions to a broad range of 
teaching and learning, particularly mentoring beyond the 
classroom. It rewards those who help students to develop 
and attain their full potential in important ways during and 
after their departure from campus. Dean Smith, long-time 
coach of the men’s basketball team, was the first winner 
of the award and exemplifies the qualities that this award 
honors.” Clayton was selected from among distinguished 
faculty across a multitude of departments, institutes, and 
centers of UNC–Chapel Hill who were nominated in 2004.
Clayton married Brooks Overton in Sanford, North 
Carolina, on 12 October 1952. They were married 53 years 
and had three daughters, Susan Brooks Wheeler Slaughter, 
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Clayton Wheeler with UNC representatives Chancellor James Moeser and 
former Provost Robert Shelton honoring him with the University Mentor 
Award for Lifetime Achievement.
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Margaret Ann Wheeler-Bawden, and Elizabeth Clayton 
Wheeler, and two grandsons, Clayton Lewis Slaughter and 
Jonathan Brooks Slaughter. Brooks’ passing on 3 June 2005 
was deeply felt by all of us.
Clayton Wheeler epitomized what it means to be a phy-
sician, teacher, and mentor. He was an extraordinary man 
whose personal characteristics and abilities brought the 
highest admiration and respect. He had a prodigious knowl-
edge, a superior intellect, and the soundest judgment. These 
characteristics, combined with his warmth and great sense 
of humor, gave all of us exposure to the best of the best.
I have been honored to hold the chairmanship bearing 
Clayton Wheeler’s name. This is especially gratifying after 
my first encounter with UNC, as exemplified in the letter 
accompanying this memorial. Life is unpredictable; I am 
delighted that one of the surprises in my life was to have 
the privilege of working with Clayton Wheeler.
Luis A. Diaz
Professor and Chair, Department of Dermatology, University of 
North Carolina, 3100 Thurston-Bowles Building, Chapel Hill, NC 
27599, USA.
Clayton E. Wheeler Jr.: Learning at the Master’s Knee
When I first came to medical school in 1978 at the then new 
East Carolina University School of Medicine, I had visions of 
being a family doctor. I had just completed a master’s degree 
in biology and had done my share of bench research in that 
endeavor. Convinced I didn’t want a future career in bench 
research, I was drawn to be primarily involved in patient 
care. Late in my third year of medical school I became con-
fused about my future career field choice as a physician but 
ultimately became interested in the field of dermatology. After 
a rotation with my first dermatologic mentor, Dr. Billy Jones, I 
became firmly convinced this was the field for me.
Billy steered me toward the Department of Dermatology 
at the University of North Carolina for my residency training, 
primarily because of his very high opinion of its department 
chairman, Clayton Wheeler. Although I interviewed at other 
programs, many of which I liked, no one person impressed me 
as much as Dr. Wheeler. His humble office was wall-to-wall 
Kodak slide carousels. During my interview, he asked me only 
two questions that I can recall: (1) do you mind flying? (the pro-
gram flew residents by a small plane to three satellite clinics) 
and (2) how much money do you think you’ll make when you 
finish your residency training? I guess I passed his test because 
I was given a spot there in the dermatology match in October 
later that year.
Interestingly, in my personal statement as part of my derma-
tology applications, I speculated that my future plans in der-
matology were to be “in private practice somewhere in the 
Southeast.” At the time, I was reasonably sure academic medi-
cine was not for me.
I began my residency under Dr. Wheeler in July 1983. In 
the years prior to my arrival, he had been through some health 
problems, including a myocardial infarction. In addition, while 
following his physician’s advice to walk every day to build 
up collateral vessels, he was hit by a car and suffered severe 
injuries. He recovered so well from these health problems that 
when he led the dermatology consultation rounds throughout 
the hospital, none of the residents could keep up with him!
On the first day of my dermatology residency, I met two of 
my fellow residents (Jim Baden, who practices in Morganton, 
NC, and Rick Salomon, who practices in Hickory, NC) at the 
front door of the UNC dermatology office at 8:00 a.m. We 
went in together and the secretary (who was surprised to see us) 
pointed us toward a conference room, where Dr. Wheeler was 
giving a Kodachrome session to the fourth-year medical stu-
dents rotating on the dermatology service. The very next slide 
that came up was a photograph of a classic fixed drug reaction. 
He asked the three of us our opinions in turn, and none of us 
could come up with the right answer. He then turned to one of 
the students (who, by the way, was at the end of his rotation), 
who immediately gave the correct answer. The three of us still 
kid one another about the impression we made on Dr. Wheeler 
on our first day—that of the three monkeys (“See no evil, hear 
no evil, speak no evil”).
Dr. Wheeler was an extraordinary clinician and a wonder-
ful teacher in his clinics. His diagnostic acumen was incredible 
and his ability to teach was equally remarkable. Early in my 
first year of residency with him, we saw a patient together in 
the emergency department. As I reached out without gloves to 
palpate the patient’s rash, Dr. Wheeler gently grabbed my wrist 
and pulled it back. The patient had secondary syphilis. Another 
patient had a bright red edematous rash on his leg. Dr. Wheeler 
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Letter received by the author from Dr. Wheeler in 1970.
